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Interlocking Music Culture Hidden
in the Temple Reliefs of the Ancient Java
Claiming for the Indigenousness against
the Indianization of Southeast Asia
YUHI Kuniko
It is widely accepted in the ethnomusicological study that the Southeast
Asian music culture has been determined by gong-chime, a kind of musical in-
strument consisting of multiple number of small tuned bossed-gongs that are
arranged on a frame in a row to play melody. The author, however, would like
to propose a new music culture, namely the interlocking culture, in Southeast
Asia. This new idea focuses not on the particular musical instrument like
gong-chime but on a certain performance practice which leads to the playing
of gong-chime. That is, gong-chime is usually played by one person, but sev-
eral persons can take one gong respectively and beat it alternately in an inter-
locking manner to produce melody. The interlocking performance style
actually can be traced back to the ancient Java. Candi Borobudur in the central
Java is famous for its wall reliefs depicting various kinds of musical instru-
ment, almost all of which are assumed to have come from India. But among
these India-derived musical intsruments, playing of small cymbals is worth of
attention since a number of players are sounding their own cymbals simultane-
ously or alternately, sometimes showing some time lag among their playing
postures. This manner of playing obviously indicates the interlocking style
common to gong-chime.
The interlocking style to make up a single melody is today applied to the
playing of tuned bamboo tubes or stamping-pestles as well as gongs, and is
found around Taiwan, the central Vietnam, the Philippines and Indonesia. This
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distribution of the interlocked melody playing seems to overlap the domain of
the Austronesians who expanded to Southeast Asia early in its spread. These
music examples today and also the depiction on the wall reliefs of Candi
Borobudur, therefore, clearly show that the performance practice character-
ized by the interlocking style has continuously been inherited from the past to
the present among the Austronesians, thus forming the interlocking music cul-
ture in Southeast Asia. The depiction of the interlocking playing style by the
India-derived small cymbals in the ancient Java, therefore, claims for the in-
digenous music element against the apparently Indianized state of Southeast
Asia.
